Fordham University

Fordham Research Commons
Senior Theses

International Studies

Spring 5-21-2022

“The British Museum Had Lost Its Charm”: The Repatriation of the
Benin Bronzes and Nazi-Looted Jewish Art
Reeve Pacen Churchill

Follow this and additional works at: https://research.library.fordham.edu/international_senior
Part of the Cultural History Commons

“The British Museum Had Lost Its Charm”: The Repatriation of the Benin Bronzes and
Nazi-Looted Jewish Art

Reeve Pacen Churchill
rchurchill1@fordham.edu
B.A. International Studies, International Track
Fordham University, Rose Hill

Thesis Advisor: Dr. Allan Gilbert, Anthropology Department
Seminar Advisor: Dr. Chris Toulouse

Fall 2021

Abstract:
The repatriation of the Benin Bronzes has been a concern of activists, museums, and
private collectors since the 1970s. The purpose of this research is to consider the question of
Benin Bronze repatriation through the context of Jewish repatriation which has spanned the
decades following World War II. Over the course of my research, it becomes clear that the
Holocaust and colonialism in Africa are too vastly different to become a model for the other. By
studying ownership and property rights, cultural heritage, and repatriation efforts of each
movement, this study seeks to draw distinctions between European repatriation and African
repatriation to show that success is limited in both cases because of the historic legality of
looting in both cases. Ultimately, it becomes clear that a comparative repatriation study becomes
problematic when European standards are superimposed on to African standards, when African
countries struggle with vastly different problems than Jewish people.
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Introduction:
In April of 2016, Frieda walked into London’s Barclays Bank to retrieve a mysterious
object that had been locked in a vault there for over 60 years. Frieda’s Grandfather was the
Jewish migrant William Ohly, an art collector who specialized in “Primitive Art” –– or art
originating from the African continent. During the Holocaust, Ohly fled Nazi Germany and
became prominent in London’s mid-century art scene. After his death in 1955, much of his
private collection was passed down to his son Ernest Ohly. Known as “Ernie the Dealer,”
Frieda’s father was a wary, paranoid man, but a legitimate art dealer in London. He was so wellconnected to “tribal art” that his death in 2011 sparked ripples of excitement in the ethnographic
art world. After 2013, dealers assumed that there was no more art left at his estate. Yet his
children knew of a sculpture in a Barclays safe box which was not to be sold “unless there was
another Holocaust.”1
The object stayed in the vault until Barclays closed its safe boxes and asked its customers
to collect their belongings. Without knowing what the box contained, the now-77-year-old Freida
trekked down to London to collect this mysterious family heirloom. This was what the box
contained:

1

Barnaby Phillips, “The art dealer, the £10m Benin Bronze and the Holocaust,” BBC News, March 14, 2021.
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Fig. 1, The Ohly Head which broke the previous record for a Benin Bronze sale at a whopping
£10M.2
Known as the Ohly Head, this Benin Bronze sculpture was auctioned off by Lance
Entwistle to an undisclosed buyer for £10 million in 2016. Benin bronzes have been slowly
gaining in price since they were first stolen in 1897 from the kingdom of Benin, in modern day
Nigeria’s Edo state. In 1953, a piece was sold for £5,500 and by the 1970s, prices of “tribal art”
soared so that in 2007, a Benin bronze head was sold by Sotheby’s New York for £4.7 million.
The pieces are so rare, that Lance Entwistle claims “99 times out of 100 they’re fake, and often
the remaining 1% has been stolen.”3 Yet, due to the relevance of William and Ernest Ohly, he
suspected that Frieda’s bronze may be a legitimate Benin bronze.
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Bruno Claessens, The Ohly Benin Bronze head: “not to be sold, unless there was another Holocaust”, photograph
courtesy of Wooley and Wallace.
3
Ibid.
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In fact, the sculpture was real. Ernest Ohly bought it for £230 in 1951 (just over £7,700
today). There is no confusion as to how the bronze ended up in Ohly’s possession. In 1897
during the looting of Benin City, the British believed that Africans lacked the skill to produce art
pieces of such “sophistication or beauty.” But the bronzes were dated back to hundreds of years
before British colonization. Before their “discovery,” British newspapers denigrated the City of
Benin as a “City of Blood.” However, during and after the looting of the bronzes, the British
were shocked to find such remarkable pieces of art. Further adding to the irony of British cultural
ignorance is the fact that these bronzes are not made purely for aesthetic purposes: “they were
our documents, our archives, the ‘photographs’ of our kings. When they were taken our history
was exhumed.”4

4

Ibid, words of Victor Ehikamenor, a Nigerian artist from the Edo state. Visit his website to learn more about him
and to see some of his art.
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Fig. 2, The Kingdom of Benin, and Benin the nation are two distinct things. The ancient
kingdom was in modern-day Nigeria. When the nation of Benin gained independence and
established themselves as a country, they took the name Benin in recognition of the kingdom
which is the focus of this thesis.5
The Ohly Head raises important questions about the ethical responsibilities of museums
and private caretakers who own pieces that were looted. Since no laws existed to protect these
objects from mass looting, it’s extremely difficult (if not impossible) to make legal arguments
about them since, “until the twentieth century such appropriations did not actually violate
international law.”6 The repatriation of cultural objects wasn’t legally addressed on a global scale
until the UNESCO Convention of 1970 on the means of Prohibiting and Preventing the Illicit
Import, Export and Transfer of Ownership of Cultural Property.7 Since then, repatriation has
increased exponentially, but there are still enormous steps to be taken.
On November 22, 2021, the Met Museum repatriated three Benin Bronzes that were in
their collection. Although their website suggests that they are currently in possession of a few
dozen bronzes, some estimate that the actual number may be much higher.8 In the future, the Met
plans to develop a more substantial, permanent plan to loan and exchange art between the Met
and the Edo Museum of African Art in Benin City, which is not yet built.9 In doing so, the Met
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Henry B. Lovejoy, “African Diaspora Map,” The Art Dealer, the £10m Benin Bronze and the Holocaust.
Louise Tythacott, “Future Lives: Liverpool or China,” in The Lives of Chinese Objects: Buddhism, Imperialism
and Display (New York: Berghahn Books, 2011).
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Ibid.
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Angelica Villa, “Met Museum Signs Loan Exchange Agreement with Nigeria: ‘It Shouldn’t be Limited to the
Benin Bronzes,’” Art News, November 22, 2021.
9
Ibid.
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becomes one of many Western museums that acknowledges the ethical responsibility of
museums to return some or all of these objects.
One of the most well-known cases of repatriation is that of Jewish art looted during the
Holocaust. It was after this that museums became more interested in establishing provenance of
objects and repatriation became associated with objects instead of people.10 Because of the
notoriety of the Holocaust and the practice of cultural repatriation directly following it, this paper
will explore whether the repatriation of Jewish art can be a model of repatriation for the Benin
Bronzes.
Methodology:
This paper examines the connection between the repatriation of cultural artifacts looted
during the Holocaust and those looted during the British conquest of Benin Kingdom. Through a
close examination of primary and secondary sources, I explore why the repatriation of the Benin
Bronzes has been so slow and faulty, while the repatriation of Nazi-looted art has been much
more successful. In part, I examine the legal basis under which each looting took place to
understand the context of repatriation from a legal standpoint. Since each of the cases were
legalized by the government who perpetrated the looting, the repatriation of objects typically
relies on good-will of private owners and museum curators.
The question of whether Jewish repatriation can be used in the case of the Benin Bronzes
is what this thesis seeks to determine. Through an analysis of the historical context leading to
each repatriation movement, the responses to the looting in each case, and the ways in which
repatriation claims have been framed, it becomes apparent that the connection between the
10

Repatriation is also used to describe the voluntary or forcible return of a migrant back to their home country.

7

Holocaust and the looting of Benin Kingdom are far too different for the former to be used in any
sort of repatriation model for the latter.
Literature Review:
The question of repatriation has plagued anthropologists for decades. The first case arose
in Ireland at the turn of the 19th century with a collection of British gold discovered by an Irish
farmer on rented land.11 Who did this gold belong to: the British who made the gold in the first
place? the Irish farmer who discovered the gold? or the Irish landowner who owned the ground
that was dug up? Clearly, these questions of ownership and property rights hinge upon an
understanding of international law since repatriation usually happens between two distinct
nations or ethnic groups. Furthermore, this example highlights the underlying truth of
repatriation as one that examines and questions imperial powers and their colonial history. The
Gold Ornaments case in Ireland is just one example of repatriation.
However, since the 1970s, repatriation has been a way to address and remediate historical
injustices. Conversations surrounding repatriation largely stemmed from the Civil Rights Era in
American politics. Returning stolen culture to African countries was seen as one step towards
addressing the historical context of things like slavery and colonialism.12 For the most part, it
was African-American activists in the United States who fought for the return of their ancestors’
cultural heritage back to the nation from which it was stolen. Importantly, repatriation of ancient
artifacts sometimes transcends national boundaries, which were established far after the creation

11

Jordanna Bailkin, The Culture of Property: The Crisis of Liberalism in Modern Britain (Chicago: The University
of Chicago Press, 2004).
12
Ibid.
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and subsequent looting of objects. In these cases, do museums have an obligation to return these
objects to a nation that didn’t create them?
To understand the implications of this question, it’s first important to determine whether
or not museums have the obligation to rid themselves of so-called “hot” artifacts, or objects that
have an uncertain (and likely dark) history. On the one hand, many Western Museum curators
believe in the Enlightenment idea of the encyclopedic museum. First posed by scholars of
Diderot,13 this type of museum, like the encyclopedic, would host a large collection of diverse
objects for the public to better understand the truth. This relies on the idea that culture is part of a
shared global experience, that “everyone has an interest in the preservation and enjoyment of
cultural property wherever it is situated.”14 This idea of the encyclopedic museum and global
cultural heritage is one that asks: where can this object be best cared for? Often, the answer is in
Western museums.
In putting cultural objects of immense difference next to each other, curators hoped to
discover similarities between vastly different cultures. This view of museums has pertained to
today. While the most famous museums in the world may be somehow organized based on
geographical location, they are home to objects from incredibly different parts of the world. But,
as O. Hugo Benavides argues, it’s important to “[direct] the gaze away from the Other’s past to
ourselves as legitimizes of historical truth” so that “we may obtain new knowledge.”15 The

13

Diderot is most famous for his extensive work with Encyclopédie, the first ever encyclopedia. In this work,
Diderot and many others attempt to define and explain human history from its earliest inceptions through the
Enlightenment Era.
14
John Henry Merryman, “Cultural Property Internationalism,” International Journal of Cultural Property 12, no.
01 (February 2005).
15
O Hugo Benavides, “The Recovery of Archeological Heritage in the Ecuadorian Andes: Ethnography,
Domination, and the Past,” in Ethnographies and Archaeologies: Iterations of the Past, ed. by Lena Mortensen and
Julie Hollowell (Florida: University Press of Florida, 2009), 165.
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encyclopedic museum and global culture typically tells us more about the looting culture than it
does about the culture that created the objects.
To this, many scholars agree that cultural heritage belongs to the culture that created it.
Thus, museums should only host those objects which were created by the nation itself. This idea
is most prominent among activists and curators of small museums in formerly colonized nations.
Although national and local identity are imagined, Kwame Anthony Appiah argues, “they are
surely among the realest connections we have.”16 For this reason, the demand for the repatriation
of cultural objects is necessarily tied to local identities. While “the Nigerian’s link to the Benin
bronze, like [Appiah’s], is a connection made in the imagination,”17 this connection is vital in
conversations surrounding historical injustices. If it’s true that repatriation can address past
wrongs, then it’s necessary to build and uplift the community that was destroyed through
colonialism and the looting of ancient artifacts.
In general, the belief that artifacts should not be looted is a common one in theory, but
one that is ultimately practiced very differently. Museums exist to educate the populace, but also
to protect objects from destruction.18 Yet, the practice of buying looted art is one that ultimately
creates more harm to a larger number of objects. Roger Atwood is especially critical of this
practice, writing that governments and museums don’t do enough to dissuade the looting of
objects. In fact, much of the time, their purchase of loot inspires more looting.19 Even “by

16

Kwame Anthony Appiah, “Whose Culture Is It?” in Whose Culture: The Promise of Museums and the Debate
over Antiquity, ed. James Cuno (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2009), 85. 71-86.
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Ibid.
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The Preamble of the 1954 Hague Convention states that “damage to cultural property belonging to any people
whatsoever means damage to the cultural heritage of all mankind, since each people makes its
contribution to the culture of the world,” “1954 Convention for the Protection of Cultural Property in the Event of
Armed Conflict,” UNESCO (1954).
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Roger Atwood, “Recovering the Past” in Stealing History: Tomb Raiders, Smugglers, and the Looting of the
Ancient World (New York: St. Martin’s Press, 2004).
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writing about undocumented artifacts, they raise the value of the object, confirm its authenticity,
and encourage further looting.”20 In one case of Iraqi looted art, the Iraqi government made the
looting public and included numerous photographs of each piece, so that any looter attempting to
sell the pieces would be arrested and charged with theft. This was successful, and five years after
the looting, most of the objects had been found.21
Ultimately, the responsibility of museums to relinquish their control on looted art is under
their discretion. Because many of the most important artifacts in Western museums were not yet
legally defined as loot (they were called, instead, spoils of war), many opponents to repatriation
claim that looters did no wrong. Many of these looters are national heroes for imperial powers:
Napoleon Bonaparte and Lord Elgin are revered for their work in bringing exotic artifacts to
France and Britain.
Case Studies:
I will use the case studies of the Benin Kingdom and art plundered by the Nazis during
the Holocaust to show how repatriation works (or doesn’t work) in cases where the victims of the
plunder lack a homeland or have been systematically denied their homeland through genocidal
practices. The post-Holocaust and post-colonial repatriation movements in Austria and Nigeria,
respectively, have enormous repercussions on the question of cultural heritage, intergenerational
responsibility, and ownership and property rights. However, despite the similarities between the
two cultural genocides, Jewish people’s quest for cultural heritage and property met far more
success than the Kingdom of Benin. What are the differences between the two? Why were the

20

Ibid, 248.
Sharon Waxman, “Repatriations” in Loot: The Battle over the Stolen Treasures of the Ancient World (New York:
Times Books Henry Holt and Company, LCC, 2008).
21
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Jewish people incredibly more successful than the Benin Kingdom? And, perhaps most
importantly, can the post-Holocaust art repatriation movement serve as standard for less
successful cultural repatriation movements, like the Benin Bronzes?
This section will commence with an examination into the relative success of the Jewish
people’s repatriation following the Holocaust. Next, there will be a detailed account of the model
of repatriation that Jewish people followed when demanding the return of their personal
property. Perhaps most notably, is the importance of ownership and property rights and the
implications of cultural heritage and intergenerational responsibility. After this discussion, there
will be a similar examination into the Benin Bronzes and why the repatriation of these cultural
objects have been wildly less successful. The section will conclude with a discussion of the
benefits and failures of the Benin Bronzes following the post-Holocaust model to understand
how the Benin Bronzes will most successfully be repatriated to the Edo people.
“They were our documents, our archives, the “photographs” of our Kings. When they were
taken our history was exhumed.” -Victor Ehikhamenor, in conversation with Barnaby Phillips

The Benin Bronzes
This section commences with a brief history of the Colonial-Era takeover of the Benin
Kingdom and the looting of the Benin Bronzes. Next, the section will continue to examine the
implications of colonialism on the Benin Bronzes’ return. After the Kingdom was essentially
destroyed, the questions of cultural heritage and intergenerational responsibility became
especially pressing. Also of note is the lack of property and ownership rights in the Benin
Kingdom prior to colonization. The section will conclude with a comparison to the post-

12

Holocaust repatriation movement, but will essential ask if anyone should own the Benin
Bronzes.

Brief History of Colonial Interactions in the Benin Kingdom
The Kingdom of Benin is commonly dated back to 1200,22 but some sources date the
creation of the Kingdom farther back, to the year 900 when the Ogiso dynasty ruled over Benin
Kingdom.23 It is generally accepted that in 1280 the bronze and brass casting that became
associated with the Kingdom was started under the rule of Oba Oguola. By the time of the first
European exploration into Benin in 1486, the capital, Benin City, was flourishing: bronze
sculptures decorated the inner walls of the city, the empire was in a cultural and military golden
age, and the Oba was immensely powerful.24 In short, the kingdom was one of the major
superpowers in West Africa, if not the entire Western world.
From the first landing of the sailor João Afonso de Aveiro, the Portuguese set up an
intense trade relationship with Benin which lasted for over 400 years.25 A few years after this
first contact, an English fleet under the command of Thomas Wyndham sails for Benin, leaving
Portsmouth on August 12 1553.26 For the next 300 years, Benin remained largely independent
from European influences, even forcing the 1719 Capuchin mission back to Europe in one of the
many unsuccessful cases of missionary work in the Edo speaking people. But, by the 1800s,
Benin began to suffer from internal turmoil as members of the royal family fought for control of

22

National Geographic Society, “The Kingdom of Benin,” National Geographic Society, March 4, 2020.
Barnaby Phillips, Loot: Britain and the Benin Bronzes (London: Simon & Schuster, 2021).
24
Ibid.
25
The British Museum, “Benin: An African Kingdom” in Benin at the British Museum, November 2015.
26
Phillips, Loot: Britain and the Benin Bronzes.
23
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the throne and by the British invasion of 1897, the Kingdom was too wrought with internal
conflict to successfully drive the British looters away.27

Fig. 3, A British officer stands by on the left side of the image and watches as parts of Benin
City are burnt to the ground.28

Very little information exists about the Kingdom of Benin before its destruction in 1897.
However, this was purposefully committed by the British invaders. When they first came to
Benin, the British saw a city that was powerful, wealthy, and well-known by neighboring

27

National Geographic Society, “The Kingdom of Benin.”
Reginald Kerr Granville, View of the King’s Compound with Buildings on Fire during the Attack on Benin City,
photograph (Benin Kingdom, 1897-1898), Oxford Pitt Rivers.
28
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territories. The walls were decorated with thousands of bronze sculptures, plaques, and designs.29
But, the people were unfriendly to outsiders and saw these first (allegedly) peaceful interactions
as acts of war. During the first such interaction in January of 1897, only two men of the five to
seven who attended survived, gaining Benin City the nickname “the city of blood.”30 Of course,
such a nickname ignores that this one violent interaction between the people of Benin and the
British pales in comparison to the death and destruction caused by British campaigns worldwide.
Even in the survivors’ remarks, it’s clear that the number of dead Benin civilians was of little to
no concern to the British.31
It was after this first expedition that the British army staged the second, violent
expedition that destroyed the City of Benin. The attack was staged as a retaliation despite
evidence that such an attack had been planned for months before the initial January 1897
skirmish.32 Hicks writes that “since the 1960s, historians have increasingly understood the
expedition to depose Oba Ovonramwen Nogbaisi (Overami) who had acceded to the throne in
1888, not as retaliation, but to have been dictated by policy for a long time,”33 suggesting that the
first expedition in January of 1897 was perverted into the cause of what was actually
premeditated violence. In Fig. 3, the British burn down buildings in the Oba’s compound but
Anglicize his role as “King.” Perhaps this was an honest mistake, but it reflects a constant theme
of British imperialism in foreign countries being defined by the British, which allows for a huge
perversion of the truth.

29

Phillips, Loot: Britain and the Benin Bronzes.
Dan Hicks, The Brutish Museums: The Benin Bronzes, Colonial Violence and Cultural Restitution (London: Pluto
Press, 2020).
31
Ibid.
32
Phillips, Loot: Britain and the Benin Bronzes.
33
Hicks, The Brutish Museums: The Benin Bronzes, Colonial Violence and Cultural Restitution, 40.
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The relevance of the colonial interactions within the Benin Kingdom prior and during the
looting of the Benin Bronzes can most succulently be defined within the ideas perpetuated by
European powers that African people lacked culture, they were primitive or backwards, and that
they were largely incapable of any sort of creation. This is especially important because there is
an intrinsic link between the repatriation of cultural heritage and the self-determination of a
populace.34 When this is the case, looting becomes legal and necessary for the preservation of
objects that would otherwise be destroyed by “backwards” and “primitive” cultures. The irony of
this is, of course, that these “backwards” cultures both created and cared for the objects for many
decades if not generations.

European Reactions to the Benin Bronzes
In 1897, Benin City was sacked and looted. The bronzes were stripped from their places
on the city wall’s and shipped en masse to London. Fig. 4 shows the systematic removal of
bronzes. In the background, a few statues remain standing, but there were likely dozens of
plaques mounted against the wall for religious purposes. In comparison, Fig. 5 shows just part of
the massive collection of bronzes which were shipped out of the Kingdom directly after their
removal. In May of 1897, the first Benin Bronze was sold in London for a meager sum.35
By 1899, these objects were common examples of British loot in museums around
Britain. Charles Hercules Read and Ormonde Maddock Dalton of the British Museum wrote that
the “objects [were] obtained by the recent successful expedition sent to Benin to punish the

34

Ana Filipa Vrdoljak, International Law, Museums and the Return of Cultural Objects (Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 2006), 84.
35
Phillips, Loot: Britain and the Benin Bronzes.
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natives of that city for a treacherous massacre of a peaceful English mission.”36 Such a
description is a solid summary of the political propaganda used to describe the Benin Kingdom
and its people following the 1897 expedition, but what’s especially interesting in this case is the
role of the museum (a supposedly neutral house of knowledge) in perpetuating these harmful and
untrue ideas.

Fig. 4, One of many images which shows the destruction of Benin City. It’s likely that these
small, evenly placed holes in the wall were used to mount bronze sculptures and plaques for
decades before the British conquest.37

But, as the rise in “primitive art” took off in the mid-20th century, the demand for Benin
Bronzes soared and prices rose exponentially so that by 2016, the Benin Bronze known as the

36

Hicks, The Brutish Museums: The Benin Bronzes, Colonial Violence and Cultural Restitution, 5.
Reginald Kerr Granville, Priest’s altar with bronzes and wall decorations in compound at Benin City after the
Punitive Expedition, photograph (Benin Kingdom), 1897, Oxford Pitt Rivers.
37
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“Ohly Head”38 sold for £10 million to a private buyer. It’s difficult to say whether this popularity
will help or hinder the repatriation of the Benin Bronzes. On the one hand, the fascination with
the bronzes may allow for greater exposure. In turn, potential buyers may become more wary of
purchasing stolen items. On the other hand, the rising popularity of the bronzes is what drove
prices up to begin with. This may become a vicious cycle, where the items become more
valuable because they are in higher demand.
In fact, the value of the art was largely applauded because of the quality of the plunder,
which was unprecedented at the time. For this reason, the violence perpetuated against the Benin
Kingdom was largely overshadowed.39 However, when the objects were received in Europe, they
were victims of cultural violence and reductionism. The objects, which are extremely difficult to
make, were the height of metal work in Africa. But, objects from so-called third-world-countries
were deemed “savage” and not unlike children’s art.40 At the same time, however, their largely
positive reception in Europe was fascinating to art historians who determined that the exhibition
was remarkable and that the objects were “both by novelty of the subjects and the technical
perfection of the work… surprising evidences of the skill of the Benin native in the casting of
metal.”41

38

The Ohly head is named after William Ohly who was a prominent art collector and dealer in the mid-20th century
art scene in London. His speciality was primitive art, and his exhibitions drew famous art collectors, critics, dealers,
and celebrities. When he died in 1955, he passed the Benin Bronze down to his son Ernest Ohly, who locked it in a
safe until it was discovered again in 2016; Phillips, “The art dealer, £10m Benin Bronze and the Holocaust.”
39
Elazar Barkan, “Aesthetics and Evolution: Benin Art in Europe,” African Arts 30, no. 3 (1997).
40
Ibid.
41
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Fig. 5, Many of these looted objects would later be sold to museums for extraordinarily small
amounts of money and as proof of British conquest over the “savage” people of “the city of
blood.”42

Ironically, there existed two dueling perspectives towards the Benin Bronzes, but both
were rooted in racism and white superiority. If the objects were the work of “savages,” how
could they be so technologically perfect? In fact, this curious debate in the 20th century raises
interesting points about the interactions that the everyday citizen had with colonialism. While the
average British citizen never saw the destruction of the Benin Kingdom, they saw the art that
was produced and marveled at the remarkable art that surprised them with its advanced work.

42

Reginald Kerr Granville, Interior of King's compound burnt during fire in the siege of Benin City, with three
British officers of the Punitive Expedition [from left, Captain C.H.P. Carter 42nd, F.P. Hill, unknown], seated with
bronzes laid out in foreground, photograph (Benin Kingdom), 1897, Oxford Pitt Rivers.
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Repatriation of the Benin Bronzes and Responses to these Claims
There are some researchers who argue that any moral argument in favor of repatriation
will fail because one must establish 1. that the responsibility to return the object is assumed upon
the ancestors of the thieves and 2. that the descendants of the original owners of the object have
some sort of moral claim to the object.43 Because the Benin Kingdom was sacked by the British
invaders, very little of the city still exists today. While the Oba still have claim to the throne and
could be descendants of the original owners of the objects, this has yet to prove a useful tactic for
the repatriation of the Benin Bronzes.
Furthermore, some archeologists and historians posit a loans-basis for addressing
repatriation claims since claiming that objects belong to just one culture “[denies] objects their
voice to speak in the multiple cultural languages that shaped them to begin with.”44 While it is
important to establish notoriety for the Benin Bronzes in an international audience, these
arguments largely fail in this case for a number of reasons. First, the Benin Bronzes are already
incredibly notorious in the international art market. As we can see with the Ohly head, the price
of these pieces has grown exponentially since they were looted from Benin. Therefore, there is
no need to establish an international market for these statues since one already exists. Second,
according to Renfrew, “the primary threat to the archeological heritage is looting”45 insofar as it
establishes a system of purchasing to save the artifacts, thus rewarding the looters with economic
advantages. Instead of having a worldwide cultural heritage in the way that we do now, perhaps a
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Karin Edvardsson Björnberg, “Historic Injustices and the Moral Case for Cultural Repatriation,” Ethical Theory
and Moral Practice 18, no. 3 (June 2015).
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more beneficial one can be found through more transparent conversations with museum curators
and repatriation claimants.
An aspect of intergenerational responsibility that the British took an interesting approach
to was in terms of the protection of global heritage. In this argument, imperial powers dictate
which people are too weak or lack the proper funding to care for their cultural heritage. But,
since one culture’s heritage can be seen as part of the entire world’s heritage, imperial powers
(but mainly Britain) have the responsibility to house cultural objects in museums until the
creators are deemed well enough to take them back.
The forces that underpinned the development of the science of International Law
in the late nineteenth century also fueled the transformation of international
exhibitions into vehicles for escalating colonial rivalry. The collection and display
of the cultural objects of colonized peoples at the international exhibitions and
South Kensington Museum were gathered to interpret, explain, and justify the
effects of British imperialism to its populace.46

As the above quote posits, the housing of colonial objects in British museums is not actually a
way to safeguard the objects, but actually a means of controlling both the colonized people and
the collective historical memory of how these objects came to British museums.
The role of museums in perpetuating or challenging questions of ownership and
responsibility have been debated for decades, with two distinct polarizing groups. On the one
hand, proponents of museums cite education, historical understanding, and neutrality as reasons

46

Vrdoljak, International Law, Museums and the Return of Cultural Objects, 53.
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for the continued existence of foreign objects in national museums. But, the ownership power
that museums possess over stolen objects actually perpetuates violent colonial acts. As Dan
Hicks suggests, “for as long as [museums] continue to display sacred and royal objects looted
during colonial massacres, they will remain the very inverse of all this: hundreds of monuments
to the violent propaganda of western superiority above African civilizations erected in the name
of ‘race science’.”47 In other words, the continued presence of Benin Bronzes in Western
museums is a constant reinforcement of western (white) superiority over the Benin Kingdom.
Since these people were nearly completely wiped out after the massacre in 1897, there are few
who remain that could stage a successful repatriation claim.
In 2020, the British museum reopened after the Covid-19 lockdown. During the
pandemic, they changed their display on the Benin Bronzes to read “Benin: colonial conquest
and military looting.”48 But, this superficial acknowledgement of the past can never compare to
the repatriation of these objects. By suggesting these objects were looted by the military during a
colonial conquest justifies their continued enclosure in the British Museum because the museum
is never the main perpetrator of colonial violence at the time that it occurs. Such a description
dates the problem of the Benin Bronzes back to 1897 instead of activating in a current dialogue
about the rightful place of stolen objects. Since the Benin Bronzes in the British Museum’s
collection are still in British possession, it’s very clear that the “colonial conquest” that the
museum seems to abhor continues well into the 21st century.
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“At several key junctures, robbery acted as a catalyst for genocide, accelerating the
progression from pogrom to mass murder.” -Martin Dean, page i in Robbing the Jews

The Return of Nazi Plundered Art
In this section, I will provide a brief history of the Nazi conquest of Jewish property and
culture during the fascist regime’s violent takeover and in the subsequent horrors of the
Holocaust. After establishing the historical context of the Holocaust, this summary will follow
with an in-depth examination into how Jewish people demanded the return of their looted art and
to what extent that has been successful. This will be especially important in the later section
about the Benin Bronzes. Finally, the section will conclude with a discussion about the
implications of cultural heritage, ownership and property rights, and intergenerational
responsibility.

Historical Context Leading to the Nazi Looting of Jewish Culture
The confiscation of property is directly related to the mass murder of Jewish people in
Europe and the destruction of their culture. Indeed, the removal of property, known as
Enteignung, was essential in the development of antisemitic policies.49 To erase an entire people
from the collective memory (as Hitler sought to do with the Jewish people), one must also
destroy their culture. For this reason, mass property confiscations are a means of dehumanizing
people, by degrading human beings into bureaucratic objects to control.50
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In fact, looting Jewish property was not just a happenstance of the Nazi regime in the
quest to erase the Jewish culture, but a part of the genocide, “reinforcing and accelerating the
intended destruction.”51 Nazis legalized the confiscation practices in 1933.52 In enacting a legal
basis by which cultural objects could looted, the Nazis absolved themselves of any legal
responsibility under their own law. By February 28th of 1933, the Reich government had passed
the Reichstag Fire Decree which declared that “the Reich Government may temporarily take
over the powers of the highest state authority,”53 in the first of many steps towards Hitler’s
dictatorship. The Nazis used this to legally confiscate Jewish property in their territories before
and during the war.
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Fig. 6, An American soldier stands amidst stolen art, hosted in a small church in a German
village.54

Repatriation of Holocaust-Looted Art and Responses to these Claims
During the war, Jewish Europeans who had cultural heritage looted from their persons
had varying demands for the return of their objects which is most likely due to the varying
perceptions of the war. For example, a Jewish person who had easily liquidated finances and was
wary of the ominous feeling of the Nazi Regime was able to escape Germany, Austria, or Poland
before their imminent internment or murder. On the other hand, a Jewish business owner with
funds that were not easily liquidated and who stayed in Europe for longer than the previous
example was more likely to have their business bought by the state for an extremely low price. In
this Aryanization of businesses and the economy, Jewish people who didn’t own enough cultural
objects to make a quick escape from Europe were the ones who were hit the hardest.
After the war, the restitution of cultural objects was handled relatively well because the
Nazi party kept such strict regulations on who could buy property and who had to sell property:
The files of the VVS have been largely preserved intact, revealing a great deal about
Jewish wealth, its confiscation, and its redistribution. Not only are the original
property declarations from the summer of 1938 included but also are subsequent
reductions, including the payment of special taxes and the Aryanization of
businesses and real estate. There is also extensive documentation on the purchasers
of Jewish property, who had to prove both that they were not Jewish and that they
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were qualified in terms of available capital, business experience, and Party
loyalty.55
In other words, the confiscation of cultural objects was so strictly monitored that the Jewish
demand for the restitution of their wealth could easily be verified by official State documents.
Because the Nazis kept records of all the buyers and “sellers” of Jewish property, there is a
distinct line that can be drawn from the Jewish person who had their property stolen to the new
owner of this property. In many cases this was the State, and they became responsible for the
restitution claims made by the former owner of the property. However, because restitution
doesn’t inherently mean that the person got their property back –– but rather implies that they
received some sort of financial payment in the amount that their property was valued at –– the
repatriation of culture becomes an entirely new dilemma.
Despite this, the repatriation of cultural property back to Jewish people in the post-war
era was comparatively successful to other repatriation movements. Certainly, compared to other
similar movements there lacks a clear responsible party which hinders the return of objects.
Furthermore, in the specific case of the Benin Bronzes, some cultural objects weren’t made to be
owned which further hinders their return to their rightful home.
Of course, despite the relatively positive outcome of the post-Holocaust repatriation
movement, to suggest that repatriation completely corrects historical injustices is a faulty
perception. As Dean argues: “no amount of restitution or compensation, which in any case would
be quite modest, could make up for the wrenching effects of uprooting oneself and having to
make a fresh start, usually with only a fraction of the capital that had been built up over the
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years, decades, or even generations.”56 And certainly, there is truth to this argument. Any
successful restitution or repatriation claims are dimmed by the terrible memories of the
Holocaust and World War 2. The loss of human lives lacks a price: any amount of money that
could be given to Jewish descendants would not be enough.
The implications of ownership and property rights are one the most fundamental concerns
when thinking about repatriation. Ownership and property most directly concerns the victim and
perpetrator of cultural destruction, but the implications stretch beyond the immediate players to
include the buyers and sellers of the object as time progresses.
The Nazi expropriation of Jewish property could be conducted on a grand scale
only through the deployment of a wide array of special taxes, punitive measures,
and confiscatory decrees that purported to provide legal title to the Reich and other
beneficiaries. This process in turn has left in diverse sources a very sizable archival
footprint in the form of tax returns, bank accounts, land registers, and claims for
unpaid bills. Without a legal guarantee from the state, the market for stolen Jewish
property would have remained limited, as would the revenues to be realized. In
Western Europe in particular, growing expectations of an Allied victory as the war
progressed considerably depressed demand for former Jewish property that might
have to be returned if the Germans were defeated.57
In short, private, and public buyers stopped buying Jewish expropriated property only when the
Nazi power was facing insurmountable odds towards the end of the war. Therefore, as the
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ownership and property rights of these buyers were affected, so too were their purchasing power.
This would suggest that as the Nazis lost power, the Jewish people who had property
expropriated from them gained back power over their property. Also of note, is the clear
responsibility that is established in the post-war period: when there is a responsible party, the
responsibility falls on not only that party but private and public buyers who would invest in the
stolen property.

Fig. 7, After the defeat of Germany, the Monuments Men brought back art that had been looted
by the Nazis. In the center, back, of this photo, is James Rorimer, the curator at the Met.58

Furthermore, the concept of ownership and property rights of cultural heritage was by
and large established in modern law after the Second World War.
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The post-war restitution programme created the legal basis for the restitution of
cultural objects confiscated from individuals within German territory. The
precedent is important because it moves restitution of cultural objects beyond State
actors to include individuals and non-State groups by amalgamating two areas of
international law, namely minority protection and restitution of cultural property.59
These important additions to international law have lasting impacts on various aspects of
repatriation across the world. Most importantly in this discussion is the impact that such law has
on a repatriation case that hasn’t seen the large success or knowledge that the post-Holocaust
repatriation movement has.
Therefore, culture heritage was attacked in the Holocaust through “‘every means
available’” in order “to expunge the group’s existence ‘thoroughly and forever’ from the
collective memory of future generations – to create an ‘eternal silence.’”60 In this way, looting of
cultural objects is a form of propaganda used to silence and erase an oppressed people.
Repatriation, then, becomes not only the intentional acknowledgment of historical oppression but
also symbolizes the return of sovereignty and agency to an oppressed people.
It’s finally important to recognize that the repatriation of Jewish art isn’t as successful as
it should be, in theory. Despite the wide breadth of national and international laws that were
created specifically to return looted art back to the people it belonged to, in practice, this
repatriation has been less than ideal. In fact, some sources argue that “less than 20 percent of the
value of Jewish assests stolen by the Nazis and their collaborators has been restored. At least
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$115-175 billion [price adjusted for inflation] remains unreturned despite numerous clear and
explicit international agreements and country promises made during World War II and
immediately thereafter.”61
Discussion and Analysis

Why the Holocaust repatriation model fails in the case of the Benin Bronzes
In practice, the Holocaust repatriation model isn’t as concrete as I originally assumed.
Although decades of international law exist to repatriate Jewish art, the practice of repatriation
completely fails to live up to its imagined potential. For this reason, it’s difficult to argue that the
Jewish repatriation model is one that should be used for the Benin Bronzes, since it hasn’t
worked completely in the repatriation of Jewish art.
It wasn’t until very recently that repatriation became a global phenomenon as a way to
address historical injustices. As Jordanna Bailkin says,
Although objects may have been removed from their points of origin in earlier
times, the emergence of claims by states and peoples for their return is very recent.
Contemporary studies often link repatriation with the civil rights and
decolonization movements of the late twentieth century, interpreting the process of
repatriation as a ‘spontaneous outgrowth’ of postcolonial politics.62
The outgrowth of postcolonial politics is important in addressing or acknowledging the history of
colonialism and the brutal destruction of both people and culture. However, perhaps there are
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more substantial things that Britain could do to address their historical wrongs. Although the
return of culture is important, it can be seen as a symbolic gesture rather than a genuine attempt
to encourage and promote financial, political, or social stability in the region.
Museums try to answer the call of Benin City by putting the objects on loan to Nigeria
for some months during the year. But, as Victor Ehikhamenor asks, who is the owner, then? In
suggesting that the objects could be loaned to Benin City for a period of time during the year,
“an important moral point over ownership had already been conceded”63 in favor of the
European imperial powers who unmorally came into ownership of the bronzes. In answer to this
question of loaning, Colin Renfrew suggests that international and world heritage must happen
only through a regimented series of loans between museums and involves the transfer of imperial
objects to former colonial lands as much as the opposite.64
There seems to be an inherent connection between British imperialism and British
identity in the case of the Benin Bronzes and other looted cultural objects. In fact, there is a clear
connection between colonial expansion and the acquisition of goods, so that “collecting and
cataloging the cultural objects of non-European peoples was analogous to the acquisition of
territory and the classification of populations necessary to maintain British supremacy in a
political and economic sense.”65 In this way, British culture is inextricably linked to imperialism
and the domination over colonial lands and peoples.
The Holocaust repatriation model fails for the Benin Bronzes because the Holocaust and
the looting of Benin Kingdom are too different. For numerous reasons, the repatriation of the
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Benin Bronzes cannot be understood through the context of the Holocaust. In fact, the only
realistic connection that exists between the two is what Victoria Reed refers to as “due
diligence.” Reed is the provenance curator at the Museum of Fine Arts in Boston. She says that
“professional standards for historical holdings [are] needed for the sake of ‘accountability and
consistency,’” which is largely due to the interest in art stolen during the Nazi era.66 In this
regard, the repatriation of Jewish looted art after the Holocaust can garner interest in the
repatriation of other looted art, such as the Benin Bronzes. The connections between the two
repatriation movements stop here.
Firstly, the question of ownership and property rights are vastly different in the two cases.
On the one hand, the art looted from the Benin Kingdom was originally public property. Because
there was no private ownership of the Bronzes, the question of responsibility becomes
convoluted because there is no direct lineage that can be traced back to the Benin Kingdom. On
the other hand, art looted from Jewish people during the Holocaust was, for the most part,
privately owned. In the cases that they were stolen from museums, those museums kept strict
records of the art that was looted from them so that after the war, when demands for the art was
common, there were clear ownership rights.
Furthermore, the right to an individual to claim ownership of art or culture only applies to
the Jewish art that was stolen in these two distinct cases. The Benin Kingdom was completely
destroyed by the British invasion. Because of this, there are very few surviving members of the
kingdom who exist to advocate on behalf of their Benin Bronzes. To return these objects to
Nigeria, too, seems to be a logical fallacy since “cultural property belongs to a group that can
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demonstrate geographical or lineal descent to the group that “owned” the materially
originally.”67 In other words, these objects precede the nation of Nigeria was founded in 1960,
some nearly 400 years after the oldest Benin Bronzes in the British Museum’s collection. These
objects don’t belong to Nigeria in the same way they belong to the Benin Kingdom, but because
the kingdom was destroyed, they can’t be returned to their truly rightful place. On the other
hand, the descendants of Jewish people who lost their lives in the Holocaust had a direct claim to
the art that was stolen from their family members.
Secondly is the stark difference between the records kept by Nazis during the Holocaust
and the records of the Benin Bronzes. The Nazi records of art looted from Jewish people was
both meticulous and well-preserved after the war ended, making the return of Jewish art straightforward. These records also allowed for the restitution of art that was destroyed or lost during the
war. Either through financial compensation or the actual return of the artwork itself, the
repatriation of art stolen by the Nazis was made that much easier by the meticulous records kept
by the Nazis. On the other hand, records about the Benin Bronzes were mostly lost or destroyed
by the British. In fact, very few primary sources are available. For the most part, this can be
understood in the way that the British government was adamant that African peoples lacked a
culture. These records were likely destroyed on purpose to keep up the illusion that the Benin
people lacked a culture.
Thirdly is the wildly different perceptions of the Holocaust and colonialism, especially in
regards to the destruction of the Benin Kingdom. The Holocaust is largely considered a
genocide, but the looting of Benin was part of a larger historical injustice of colonialism, which
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Western imperial powers are still grappling with today. Because the Kingdom of Benin was a
smaller community of Edo-speaking people, the looting of their city can be, and has been,
written off as spoils of war. Furthermore, the misperception that Britain attacked Benin to bring
back POWs in the city is a lie, they planned the attack way before that.
One final key component to the understanding of the Benin Bronzes is their original lack
of ownership. Although the metal was stored and displayed in the Benin Kingdom, there was
only ownership attached to the objects when they were stolen by the British. For this reason, the
question of responsibility is made more difficult because there is no clear party that will become
responsible for the Benin Bronzes upon their return. Furthermore, the Kingdom of Benin was
destroyed over 100 years ago. The remnants of the city exist in modern-day Nigeria, but the
Nigeria government has no substantial claim to these objects since it wasn’t until 1960 that they
became a country. Since the Nigerian government has no claim over the Benin Bronzes, who
would be responsible for their care if they were returned to Nigeria?
There is a clear divergence here from the Nazi looting. Put simply, “with the Nazis, there
are people alive who owned that stuff, or their children or grandchildren… Before 1900, it is
much further back in time to trace ownership, but you’re also talking about things which weren’t
owned by individuals or political communities.”68 Not only is there a lack of private ownership
in the Benin Bronzes but there is also a systematic destruction of documents pertaining to the
Benin Bronzes and constant cases of documents being forged so that the provenance of an object
is never truly known.
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Acknowledging the issues in comparative genocide studies
The conversation of the Holocaust repatriation as a model for the repatriation of the
Benin Bronzes points to a larger problem that we don’t accept colonialism as an evil in and of
itself. Instead, we relate colonialism to the Holocaust because that is canonized (rightfully so) as
one of the largest evils that’s ever happened in modern history. But colonialism is different. It’s
evil, but not evil in the same way that the Holocaust was. Until colonialism is regarded with
similar gravity as the Holocaust, there will inevitably be connections made between the two, and
almost every time, Western imperial powers will be able to say that their evil past isn’t as bad as
what happened to the Jewish people during the Second World War. Until then, “cultural
authenticity, historical rights, and identity claims are highly charged political projects”69 in
which “implicit colonial agenda underlines the anthropological enterprise.”70
To some extent the comparative case study isn’t that far different from the encyclopedic
museum.71 Putting these vastly different issues in such direct proximity forces the viewer to
examine both in a new light. In some cases, this is beneficial, and when I first started this project,
I thought that jumped at the idea of forming a model of repatriation for the Benin Bronzes based
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on the successes of the post-Holocaust repatriation. But, throughout the course of this project,
it’s become painfully apparent that the cases are too different and that I’ve fallen into the
comparative case study trap. While there may be aspects of the Jewish repatriation model that
could prove successful in the Benin Bronzes study, to suggest that the former can be attributed in
full to the latter, is lazy and naïve.
Conclusion:
Because the cases are too different, there is no need to utilize the post-Holocaust model in
a study of the Benin Bronzes’ repatriation. In the same way that the repatriation of Jewish art is
unique to the Holocaust, the return of the Benin Bronzes must be through a solution that is
unique to Benin City. Instead, the solution is unique to each case of Benin Bronze which is
discovered. Arguably, the ones in museums have a much higher likelihood of being returned to
the Benin Kingdom at some point in the near future. The Metropolitan Museum of Art just
recently repatriated three pieces that were previously in their collection.72 But, this is largely at
the museum’s discretion since no laws were technically broken during the looting in either case.
The Holocaust can serve as a reminder that museums have an ethical responsibility to keep due
diligence towards the sources of their collection, but the repatriation and restitution demanded by
Jewish people after the Holocaust isn’t one that can be mimicked by in the case of the Benin
Bronzes.
At the root of the issue is the question of who determines what objects are cultural and
where these cultural objects belong. In this debate, the larger question of repatriation is who gets

72

Villa, “Met Museum Signs Loan Exchange Agreement with Nigeria.”

36

a voice in international debates and who doesn’t.73 It’s clear that the objects demanded in
repatriation are vital to self-sovereignty of Benin and the Jewish people. Part of the repatriation
process if the acknowledgement that some injustice has occurred in the history of two nations or
peoples. It’s clear that in the case of the Benin Bronzes, museums around the world are still
battling internally to determine the best move forward, but there’s a certain lack of respect given
to the Benin Kingdom in these interactions. Although acknowledging the history is important,
more must be done. Until then, it’s clear that museums holding onto Benin Bronzes only
continue to perpetuate the violence of colonialism.
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